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Thesis: Between the surface and the bottom extreme
of Benito C~reno Melville presents to humanity three
viewpoints ooncerning evil.

r.

An analogy

II. Synopsis of the tale
A. The reaction of a white reader
B. The reaction of a c olored reader
C. First viewpoint of evil
III. Symbolism
A. Ambiguities
B. Second viewpoint of evil
rJ'.

v.

Man 1 s reaction to evil
A. Captain Delano's reaction
B. Captain Cereno's reaction
c. Third viewpoint of evil
Conclusion

There is an analogy between the meanings found in Benito
and the setting of the story.

Cere~

In the setting the San Dominick rides

calmly on the surface waters of the uninhabited harbor. This is the
scene present to an observer standing on the shoreline. But let the
observer don his diving equipment and leave the shoreline to search
the bottom depths.

Immediately below the surface an entirely different

view greets his eye.

Vision is not as sharp. There, a blurred grey

exists, but different objects are visible to his searching gaze. As the
diver seeks a greater depth, more changes occur. The area becomes
darker, and different types of undersea life are perceived. Finally,
he touches the extreme depth, and he has experienced the various scenes
existing on the different levels of the oceanic harbor. This is analogous to Melville 1 s Benito Cereno. To the surface reader it is no more
than an intriguing tale concerning slave mutineers who get their "comeuppance" at the end of the story. However, let the surface reader
become a diver to descend from the surface. The same experience awaits
him as awaited the skin diver. Other views or interpretations come to
his understanding.

And the more the reader searches the depths of the

tale the greater will be his rewards.

Let him advance to the very bot-

tom and insight into various natures shall be his. To mix metaphors, he
is comparable to the geologist. The further and more diligently he digs
the greater shall be his findings. Thus, the analogy is complete.
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Having skimmed the surface as well as having delved into the depths
of Benito Cereno, this writer would like to share his discoveries. This
reader uncovered different levels of meanings - subtly, and no doubt intentionally existing in Melville's tale of the sea. As a surface reader,
this writer received the first view of the evil that Melville desired
him to comprehend. A brief recapitulation of the tale will make the
first viewpoint of evil more lucid.
The setting was near the southern coastline of Chile at a deserted
island. The American ship Bachelor's Delight had put into the uninhabited isle for the Plll1'0Se of replenishing its water supply.

It was

conmanded by Captain .Amasa Delano of Duxbury, Massachusetts, who was a
trusting, efficient captain.

He ran a 11 taut ship" and was not above

flogging a crewma.n if he felt that it was his duty.

A few days later on

a rather grey, ominous day, a somewhat strange appearing ship entered
the harbor flying no colors.

In addition to not flying any colors the

approaching ship appeared to be drifting toward the reefs along the
shoreline. Captain Delano, curious as well as conscientious, had a boat
lowered for him in order to render assistance to those on board i f possible.

Upon nearing the vessel he thought that it was a quite dilapi-

dated ship which appeared to be loaded with Black Friars. Nearing and
boarding, however, he found that it was loaded with African slaves, and
it was a Spanish ship the San Dominick, captained by a rather pale, well-

dressed, young Spaniard named Benito Cereno. At this point Captain
Delano heard a tale of woe which worked upon his compassion - a tale of
storms, calms, and suffering. Many Spaniards had been washed overboard,
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which accounted for the large number of blacks and the much smaller number of whites.

The ship was extremely low on water and supplies.

was also quite disorderly-looking about the decks.

It

Captain Delano dis-

charged the disorderliness from his mind when he remembered all the suffering the crew had endured.
actions of Captain Cereno.

He was somewhat annoyed, however, by the
Cereno did not conduct himself the way Cap-

tain Delano believed a captain should.

In one instance a Negro boy

knifed a Spanish lad, and Captain Cereno merely commented that it was a
way of sporting. Morever, Captain Cereno was attended by a small black
named Babo, who seemed never to leave his captain's side and anticipated
all the captain's wants and needs.

Captain Delano, though sometimes

doubting the Negro's and Captain Cereno 1 s actions, nevertheless rationalized and set out to do what he could to aid the ship and its members.
He had earlier discharged his boat to bring supplies and water to the
San Dominick.

Upon its return Captain Delano issued the supplies and

rationed the water to the crew members.

He then discharged his boat

again, telling his mate to return for him later. While waiting for its
return, he continued to observe and interpret men and actions on board
the ship.

He observed the giant black Atufal, who appeared chained and

padlocked, summoned every two hours by Cereno to ask for Cereno•s pardon
for some offense.

But the proud slave, a former chief in Africa, would

not seek the Captain's pardon.
ter with a straight razor.

He watched the slave Babo shave his mas-

Babo seemingly unintentionally nicked his

master's neck and drew blood.
later, after Captain Delano had

This was not amazing but a few minutes
le~

the quarters, Babo appeared with a
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razor cut on his cheek, saying that it had been inflicted by Captain
Cereno.

Captain Delano was finding things difficult to understand. Still,

he realized that it wasn't his ship and soon he would depart the
San Dominick, having done what he was able to.

At times, though, he was

rather apprehensive regarding both the Negroes and the Spaniards. However, he saw his boat coming alongside and he walked with the frail,
coughing Cereno to the edge of the deck.
entered his boat, and was pulling away.

He climbed down the ladder,
Suddenly, the emaciated Captain

Cereno with a cry jumped from his ship into Captain Delano's boat. The
Negro servant Babo, knife in hand, also leaped into Delano's boat.

Cap-

tain Delano, still not comprehending the situation, subdued both the
captain and his servant. Moments later Captain Delano saw Babo snaking
his way toward Captain Cereno with a dirk in his hand which had been
hidden in his hair.

He was making an attempt on Cereno•s life.

"That

moment, across the long benighted mind of Captain Delano, a flash of
revelation swept, illuminating in unanticipated clearness, his host's
whole nwsterious demeanor • • • • 11 1
At this point Melville quickly reveals the true situation through
Captain Delano. Benito Cereno, the captain, had been the prisoner of
the Negroes who had mutinied. Babo was the one who was actually in command.

Atufal 1s chains were a hoax. The Negroes had mutinied, killing

or throwing overboard many Spaniards, which accounted for the small number of whites.

Captain Cereno had had to play a part to keep from being

~gbert s. Oliver (ed.), Piazza Tales By Herman Melbille (New York:
Hendricks House, Inc., 1962), p. 118.

murdered as his good friend Aranda had been.

Later, Captain Delano•s crew

captured the Spanish ship and took it to a Lima port. The law of the land
was enforced and justice was meted according to the same.

All became

calm once more.
Riding on the calm surface, this reader saw an intriguing, interesting tale somewhat similar to those of O. Henry - suspense, action,
and the surprise ending. Then this author peered directly below the
surface. As a Caucasian reader, he saw that the African mutineers had
coIID1litted evil and had been punished for their misdeeds. But what would
be the situation if he were a Negroid reader? Reflecting upon this,
this writer saw that orginally the whites had connnitted evil by taking
the blacks from their homes and natural enviromnent to make slaves of
them; to exercise power over them; to use them to meet their own wants.
Surely this was the first committed evil, and the blacks were responsible
only for taking evil step number two when they murdered the whites.
Succinctly stated, on this level of the tale the viewpoint shown is that
evil begets evil. This is comparable to the lines of

w.

H. Auden who

wrote:
Those to whom evil is done
Do evil in return.2
And the blacks mutinied, thereby returning evil for evil. This is the
understanding this reader receives which is just below the surface
of Benito Cereno.

But below this level there is another more obscure

area which is filled with symbols.
2 Ibid., P•

188.
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The symbolism is readily apparent.

It is when this reader attempts

to interpret the symbolism as Melville intended that difficulty arises.
The symbols are there like schools of fishes, but they defy being caught.
They become more like chameleons, changing colors to become less recognizable. A look at these symbols will illustrate their changeability.
Babo is a prime example.
the devil incarnate.

In one light he is the Satanic figure,

It is Babo, the Napoleonic-sized character, who

has the power and comm.and at his disposal while acting as the devoted,
affectionate servant to Captain Cereno.

He is the master mind behind

the mutiny as well as the role-playing which is carried out while Captain
Delano is on board.

He pulls the strings and the other Negroes and

whites respond to his guidance.

Life and death are at his disposal and

he makes frequent use of the latter to quell the white opposition. Such
is one view of the black Ia.go as he fawns about Captain Cereno. However, viewed from another angle, like his chameleon counterpart, he
changes colors. Even more than this metamorphosis occurs.
He changes from the Satanic figure to that of a heroic one. The
blacks, uprooted, torn from their African soil and climate, are in need
of and desirous of a saviour.

He rises from the masses to lead his

people into mutiny against the "imperialistic" whites. The rule becomes
freedom at any price. Part of the price is the death of many Spaniards.
Another part is to play the role of the stereotyped slave who loves his
white master.

Babo does exceedingly well. His mutinous scheme is

successful. Then, when Captain Delano's ship comes into view, Babo
quickly plans the strategy of deception to fool the good American
commander. This, too, operates remarkably well.

It is on:cy- when
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Cereno jumps into Delano's boat that the deception is unmasked.

Never-

theless, after capture, Babo remains heroic.
As for the black (Babo) whose brain, not body, had schemed and led
the revolt, with the plot - his slight frame, inadequate to that
which it held, had at once yielded to the superior muscular
strength of his captor, in the boat. Seeing all was over, he
uttered no sound and could not be forced to. His aspect seemed
to say since I ca.nnot do deeds, I will not speak words.3
What could be more heroic?

Babo's final scene is perhaps as heroic.

Some months after, dragged to the gibbet at the tail of a mule,
the black met his voiceless end. The body was burned to ashes;
but for many days, the head, that hive of subtlety, fixed pn a
pole in the plaza, met, unabashed, the gaze of the whites;4
Feeling righteously defiant to the end, Babo emerges from this viewpoint as the hero of Benito Cereno.

Through his actions he becomes a

martyr to the enslaved millions of the world.

Even in death he is vie-

torious over the dying Don Benito, who was to follow in death a few
months later.

However, the symbolism does not end here.

Don Benito

as a symbol represents a picture having a true and a false side.
To Captain Delano he presents one side.
who will not forgive the chained black Atufal.

He is the harsh captain
He is the captain who

lets a knifing go nearly unnoticed by saying it is a form of sport.
is the commander who lets his ship remain disorderly.

He

Of course, the true

side of the picture is a captain who is forced to deceive; a captain who
was playing a role in order to protect his crew and himself. This ambguity
is apparent in numerous minor instances.
3Ibid., P• 140.
l+Tuid., P• 140.
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The negresses appeared as loving mothers to their young.

In

reality they had agreed whole-heartedly to Babo's schemes. They had
chanted songs to inspire the Negroes to carnage.

Atufal, who seemed to

be chained and padlocked, was free to throw off his chains at a:rzy time.
The hatchet-polishers, who were seemingly employed to keep from being
idle, were actually sharpening weapons to be used.

And perhaps the most

inexplicable symbol of all was of a minute nature. A grizzled, old,
somewhat demented sailor tied ropes into a knot.

However, Captain Delano,

a shrewd sailor, had never before seen such a knot.

The knot seemed a combination of double-bowline-knot, treblecrown-knot, back-handed-well-knot, knot-in-and-out-knot, and
jaming-knot.
At last, puzzled to comprehend the meaning of such a knot,
Captain Delano addressed the knotter:''What a.re you knotting there, my man?"
11The knot," was the brief reply, without looking up.
"So it seems; but what is it for?"
"For some one else to undo," muttered back the old man.5
These symbols of an ambiguous nature have puzzled critics who have
attempted to determine the meanings in Benito Cereno •. To this writer
this great ambiguity is a force which Melville utilizes to the utmost to
strengthen a quite significant viewpoint which resides not on the surface
but in the darker depths.
evil in masquerade.

the Negroes.

It is

Evil is a Janus-like figure not having two faces

but having many faces.
evil at work.

It is that evil puts on many faces.

Melville is showing the deceptive practices of

He is not concerned with upholding the whites and berating
He is beyond this point.

To him it is more important to

5John P. Runden, Melville 1 s Benito Cereno (Boston:
and Co., 1965), P• 33.

D.

c.

Heath

9
let readers comprehend the nature of evil.

He was too much of a giant

to point his finger at one group and say, ''You are bad. 11

He recognized

the evil in humanity and sought to help his readers understand the operations and workings of evil in order for them to recognize and beware.
Man must first learn to recognize the malign evil in beings before any

steps of a corrective nature may be taken. The good and kind Captain
Delano could do nothing to combat the evil aboard the San Dominick until
he recognized it. Then he acted. Thus, through the enigma.tic, ambiguous
symbols Melville clearly portrays the machinations of evil to his readers.
It may be as difficult to fathom as was the knot tied by the old experienced sailor, but the evil is there. The Marianas Trench in Benito Cereno
is within sight.
From the extreme depth another viewpoint concerning evil is visible.
It may be as elusive as Ahab 1 s white whale, but it can be harpooned and
brought to the surface. This viewpoint deals with man's reaction to
evil.
To illustrate this viewpoint it is necessary for this writer to take
an assumption which is found on the surface. This assumption is that
Babo exemplifies evil.

By doing this it is possible to understand the

impressions made on ma.n through man's contact with evil.
the optimistic Captain Delano.

First there is

It took considerable time for him to

become aware of the evil surroundings which he was in. When he finally
recognized the dark force, he acted as has been related.

However, the

vital point to comprehend is the final result of his having come into
contact with evil.
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The result was that the evil had made no lasting impression upon him
whatsoever. Either from his optimism, his limited intellect, or his
inherent good nature, no wisdom was gained.

This is substantiated by

his remarks to Captain Delano that it would be well i f all men in time
were undeceived.

Delano replies:

You generalize, Don Benito; and mournfully enough. But the past
is passed; why moralize upon it? Forget it. See, yon bright
sun has forgotten it all, and the blue sea, and the blue sky;
these have turned over new leaves.6
So Captain Delano emerges from his encounter with evil having gained
no wisdom by having gleaned no understanding of humanity and evil.
Unlike Captain Delano, Benito Cereno's encounter with the Satanic
force ultimately caused his death. True, Captain Cereno had been in the
midst of evil longer than Captain Delano and therefore understood it more
fully.

As a result he is a changed man.

He would never - could never

be the same individual he had been before his meeting with the evil
force.

He had witnessed the foulest impurities in man's soul and would

never recover from the experience.

However, this insight into humanity

would be of a costly nature since he was doomed to die shortly after the
experience.

In another sense, though, Captain Cereno was victorious

even in his coming death. Raymond Weaver, a critic, has phrased it in
such a worthy manner as to be repeated here.

6James Ieyda (ed.) The Co~lete Stories of Herman Melville (New
York: Random House, 1949), P• 3 l - 352.

ll
The powers of evil and horror must be granted their fullest
scope; it is only thus we can triumph over them. Even though
in the end the tragic hero finds no friends among the living
or the dead, no help in God, only a deluge of calamity everywhere, yet in the very intensity of his affliction he may
reveal the splendour und.iscoverable in any gentler fate.
Here he has reached, not the bottom, but the crowning peak
of fortune - something which neither suffering nor misfortune
can touch. Only when worldly disaster has worked its utmost
can we realize, that there remains something in man's soul
which is forever beyond the grasp of accidents of existence. 7
Benito Cereno had suffered the calamities of the world, and he would
retire to the monastery at Mount Agonia in an attempt to live under the
shadow cast by 11 el
on man is complete.

Melville 1 s viewpoint of the results of evil

negro~u

One man remained unscathed to go on living, enduring,

enjoying life. The other

overpowered by it and could not rise above

was

it.
Thus the meanings from the surface to the bottom of Benito Cereno
have been explored. The white man in sowing the seeds of evil by
enslaving the Negroes reaped evil in his harvesting by having the Negroes'
mutiny. Evil begets evil. Secondly, evil assumes many disguises, one
of its strongest masks being deception. This is emphasized in Benito
Cereno and Melville could have been remembering Benito Cereno when he
wrote regarding Billy Budd:

11

A story not unwarranted by what happens in

this incongruous world of ours • • • • 118 Even more appropriate in relation

to time is the remark found in The Piazza when the narrator declares:

7Raymond Weaver (ed.), Shorter Novels of Herman Melville (New York:
Horace ~veright, 1928), p.li.
~.,

p.xlix.
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I could not bear to look upon a Chinese creeper of :my
adoption; and which, to my delight, climbing a post of
my piazza.,, had burst out in starry bloom,, but no,, if you
removed the leaves a little,, showed millions of strange,
cankerous worms, which feeding upon those blossoms, so shared
their blessed hue, as to make them unblessed evermore.9
Once again there is deception.

Things are not what they seem.

However, in Benito Cereno the leaves of the human soul had been laid
back to disclose the "malign evil in man" to the eyes of the two captains,,
and Melville's third view becomes apparent. 11an 1 s final reactions to
evil vary.

Some men will not be seriously bothered by it, but will sail

the sea of life optimistically and serenely.

Others will feel the evil

in mankind to the degree that they shall never know a moment when they
are not aware of its impact on society.
Such are the meanings to be gathered from a reading of Benito
Cereno if a reader will not stop at the surface but will dive toward
the bottom.

9James Blair, Ishmael (Baltimore:
P• 259.

John Hopkins Press, 1956),

l3
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